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8 MAY 1969 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE ASSISTANT TO THE PRESIDENT FOR NATIONAL SECURITY AFFAIRS 


SUBJECT: "Indicator 11 Actions Against North Vietnam 


j I have referred your memorandum of 3 March 1969, Subject: ,l Memorandum 

Enclosing Preliminary Draft of Potential Military Actions re Vietnam," 
to the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, for his views. I agree in sub- 
stance with the conclusions contained in the response from the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff (JCSM 149“69) that it is unlikely that any one of the 
"indicator" actions individually or in combination would cause a reduc- 
; tion of North Vietnamese combat activity in South Vietnam or produce a 

j more forthcoming attitude at the Paris negotiations. 

r 

y 

In the JCS memorandum forwarding the discussion on "indicator" actions, 
the JCS restated a previous recommendation (JCSM 80-69) that CINCPAC be 
| granted authority to resume a psychological campaign against North Vietnam 

j using a wind drift technique to deliver leaflets. I have not given favor- 

jj able consideration to this recommendation. The Vietnam Ad Hoc Working 

j Group feels as I do, that there are not significant enough advantages to 

f warrant resumption of leaflet drops against North Vietnam at this time. 

Attached is a copy of a paper prepared by the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
j discussing "indicator" actions against North Vietnam which may be of 

l use to you. 
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"INDICATOR 11 ACTIONS AGAINST NORTH VIETNAM (U) 


(TS) Reference is made to; 
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a. Secretary of Defense memorandum, dated 21 February 1969, which 
forwarded preliminary Joint Staff working papers on potential military 
actions which might jar the North Vietnamese into being more forthcoming 
at the Paris ta 1 ks . 

b. Doctor Kissinger*s memorandum, dated 3 March 1969, subject: 
"Memorandum Enclosing Preliminary Draft of Potential Military Actions re 
Vietnam," which advised that the realities of the current domestic and 

international situation do not lend themselves to an acceptance of the 
risks involved in the execution of the working paper plans at this time. 
The memorandum then requested that the proposed plans be refined with 
lower profile actions that could be implemented with less risk of inter- 
national and domestic turbulence. 


c. A message* to C1NCPAC, which authorized CINCPAC to increase 
reconnaissance flights over NVN for the purpose of leading the North 
Vietnamese to the conclusion that the action was preparatory to a resump- 
tion of bombing of NVN to see if such action would elicit a lessening of 
combat activity in SVN. 

d. A message** to CINCPAC, which authorized CINCPAC to position 
search and rescue and positive identification radar advisory zone ships in 

a manner to indicate resumption of air and naval bombardment for psychological 
purposes and to test NVN reaction. To accomplish this, the restrictions on 
operation of these units north of 20° latitude was rescinded. 

..(.TS.) „ There, are. several ..actions ..which could be used -to indicate an imminent 
resumption of US hostile actions against NVN in an attempt to induce the 
North Vietnamese into being more forthcoming at the Paris talks and to 
caiise the enemy to scale down his operations in SVN. These indicators 
could be communicated- to the North Vietnamese by overt movements, communi- 
cations deception, psychological operations, public pronouncements, private 
communications, and other means. The Joint Chiefs of Staff are of the 
opinion that to be effective, any indicator given to the enemy must clearly 
depict a specific objective or purpose. It should also indicate possible 
resumption of offensive actions of a magnitude which would be above the 

* JCS Msg to CINCPAC, JCS 4162/072243Z March 1 969 

** JCS Msg to CINCPAC, JCS 4184/080500Z March 1 969 
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threshold which the enemy considers an acceptable consequence of his 
current policies. To insure that the enemy will give some measure of. 
credence to US "indicator" actions it may become necessary at some point 
to demonstrate US resolve by actions such as resumption of air and naval 
bombardment for limited periods or against limited objectives. 

(TS) Two "indicator" actions, repositioning search and rescue and positive 
identification radar advisory zone ships and increasing the tempo of recon- 
naissance, have recently been initiated for psychological purposes. and to 
test the NVN reaction. Search and rescue and position identification radar 
advisory zone ships were placed on stations that were occupied prior to 
curtailment of bombardment on 31 March \S68. 

(TS) "Indicator" actions are addressed in detail in the Annexes. These 
show that "Repositioning of Naval Gunfire Ships," Task Force Redeployment, 
and "Activities Incident to a Potential Resumption of Airstrikes over North 
Vietnam" are unlikely to elicit the desired reaction from the. enemy. 
"Deployment of Marine Landing Force" is also unlikely to elicit a reduction 
of NVN effort in SVN and is most susceptible to "having our bluff called." 
Leaflet drops against NVN could be a very flexible indicator, showing 
changes in US position by frequency of drops, theme, and manner of conduct- 
ing operations . Fast patrol craft intel 1 igence/reconna issance .miss ions could 
indicate increased activity and therefore may be a profitable indicator. 

US sponsorship of these fast patrol craft operations is deniable and such 
operations should not be related to overt US actions. While none of these 
"indicator" actions by themselves would achieve the desired result, they 
would each probably cause some reaction in NVN such as a higher alert, 
status, psychological reaction, and attendant increased cost in materials 
and manpower. In combination, they could create concern in NVN but probably 
not to the extent of causing a reduction of combat in SVN or a more forth- 
coming NVN attitude at the Paris negotiations.- 

(TS) The Joint Chiefs of Staff conclude that: 

a. Implementation of all proposed "indicator" actions would initially 
cause NVN great concern over the intentions of the United States. 

f 

b. Any military ‘'indicator" actions without military follow-up of 
sufficient magnitude, such as bombardment of NVN, will have little if any 
effect on the enemy's combat activity in South Vietnam or his attitude at 

the Paris negotiations. 


c. In the event that the United States. is unw illing to accept the 
cost of military action appropriate to a particular situation, the conceal- 
ment of intentions when a response is expected may be more profitable. 
Further, there could be significant disadvantages to the United States 
associated with a deception campaign of the scope proposed. 
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d. If it is decided to employ an individual or a combination 
of ‘‘indicator 11 actions to increase the pressure on Hanoi, the proposed 
military actions should be implemented in concert with appropriate 
d i plomat i c/pol itical actions . 
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ANNEX A 


POTENTIAL INDICATOR 11 ACTION 
Subject: Repositioning of Naval Gunfire Ships (U) 


Question: (S) Could some of the destroyers and cruisers, which since 

the bombing halt have remained below the 17th parallel, be moved into the 
Gulf of Tonkin? 


Current Status 

i 

» 

3 (TS) All naval units except search and rescue and positive identification 

j! radar advisory zone DDs , and their required logistic support ships were 

j: removed from the Gulf of Tonkin incident to the cessation of bombing against 

1 NVN on 1 November 1968. The search and rescue and positive identification 

radar advisory zone stations in the Gulf consist of six destroyers operating 
| in pairs, usually a DLG or DDG Q opera t i ng with a DD. These forces were 

|i authorized to operate up to 20 N latitude. On 15 November 1968, aircraft 

l carriers were authorized to operate in the Gulf of Tonkin to 20° N latitude 

j! outside the 12nm claimed territorial sea of NVN. On 8 March 19^9, the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff authorized CINCPAC to station naval vessels further north 
and closer to NVN territory. The northern limit on search and rescue and 
positive identification radar advisory zone operations were rescinded and 
these ships have been ordered to move into northern stations, remain for a 
short period and repeat at frequent but irregular intervals, 

--•(C)- Currently, average daily employment of shore bombardment forces off 
South Vietnam is one heavy caliber ship (16 M or 8" guns) and seven or eight 
1 ight caliber ships (5 n or 6 n guns). 

Discuss ion 

(S) Naval gunfire operations (SEA DRAGON) were authorized against NVN 
coastal targets and waterborne logistics craft to 20 N latitude until 
31 March 1968 when the northern limit was reduced to 19° N latitude. All 
naval gunfire operations against NVN targets were terminated on 1 November 
1968. During the period when SEA DRAGON operations were being conducted, a 
battleship or cruiser and four destroyers were normally assigned to these 
operations. The North Vietnamese responded to SEA DRAGON operations with 
coastal artillery which was generally inaccurate but did result in minor 
damage or personnel casualties on 29 occasions. 

(TS) ~ Nava] gunfire ships could be moved into the Gulf of Tonkin and 
operated in a manner that would indicate their purpose was to strike NVN 
coastal targets or watercraft. The time required to accomplish this would 
not be great since a 15 knot transit from the DMZ to Than Hoa would require 
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about 12 hours and if necessary the distance could be covered in 7 hours 
or less. This short transit period offers the advantage that gunfire ships 
would require only a short period off the gunline in SVN or from other 
duties to conduct the ploy. It has the disadvantage that the North Vietna- 
mese would have only a short period to effect the desired reaction prior 
to the time when shore bombardment would be expected to commence. 

* Risk and Cost 


(TS ) The North Vietnamese are capable of attacking naval units in the 
Gulf of Tonkin with torpedo boats or air attacks. NVN could be expected 
to engage our naval units with shore batteries when the range situation 
permits. These risks are not appreciably greater than when SEA DRAGON 
operations were carried out and are acceptable. 


(TS) The cost of repositioning naval gunfire ships into the Gulf of Tonkin 
would not be great in terms of reduced effort in other areas due to the 
short transit times involved and alternatives available to CTF 77 on missions 
that would be interrupted. Naval forces could be back on station off South 
Vietnam on short notice if required. 


I 

i Anticipated Reaction by NVN 


(TS) North Vietnamese reactions to repositioning of naval gunfire ships 
into the Gulf of Tonkin probably would be minimal since: 

a. US naval units including destroyers and carrier groups have been 
operating in the Gulf for some time and the presence of additional forces 
would not in itself pose an imminent threat of their employment in a bombard- 
ment role. 


| b. It is unlikely that the North Vietnamese could react by reducing 

| the scope of action in SVN in the short time that would be required to 

i: position gunfire ships off NVN. 

j: t c. The North Vietnamese are well aware of the presence and potential 

j of the naval units presently in the Gulf of Tonkin and have not seen fit 

j to deesca 1 a te. the i r effort in SVN. On the contrary, all of their past 

■ actions could indicate they are prepared to accept the risk of retaliation. 
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POTENTIAL "INDICATOR" ACTION 
Subject: TASK FORCE REDEPLOYMENT (U) 


. Question: (S) Could all or part of Task Force 77 be moved back up towards 
YANKEE STATION? 

I 

Current Status 


(TS) Currently a minimum of two and maximum of three carriers are 
positioned at YANKEE STATION. The carriers operate in the vicinity of 
18° N/107-40E to allow best coverage of both Laos and South Vietnam while 
conducting combat support operations in the northern Gulf of Tonkin. Since 
15 November 1968 , the carriers have been authorized to operate as far north 
as 20 degrees, while remaining beyond the NVN claimed 12-mile territorial 
waters . 

Discuss ion 

(TS) The redeployment of Task Force 77 and supporting naval forces in a 
disposition employed prior to 1 November 19&8, could indicate to the North 
Vietnamese a possible resumption of strikes against NVN. Moving the 
carriers north of the 19th parallel and conducting flight operations, 
including a feint toward a major NVN target, could possibly obtain the 
desired results. In such an operation, flights need not penetrate North 
Vietnamese airspace. The time away from the southern stations would be 
for brief periods only, dependent on weather conditions and the need for 
employment of forces in an active support role. 

(TS) The movement and positioning of the carrier force would be evident 
to the enemy and could be effected in a matter of hours. Additionally, this 
force would be in position to launch attacks against NVN, if necessary. 

(TS) A tactical disadvantage to consider would be the lesser ordnance load 
carried and/or time on target of attack aircraft in the diversion to targets 
in Laos and South Vietnam. 

Risk and Cost 

(TS) The probable risks and costs are: 

a. Though the North Vietnamese possess the assets to carry out an 
attack against the Task Force, the risks are minimal and not appreciably 
greater than prior to the cessation of the bombing of North Vietnam. 
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b. There would be a small reduction in the availability of naval 
forces, primarily air, for support roles in South Vietnam and Laos. 

c. A possible negative result would be the realization by the 
North Vietnamese that the entire operation was merely a feint. 

Anticipated Reaction by NVN 

(TS) The North Vietnamese reactions to the movement further north by 
the carriers probably would be: 


a. An increase in the alert posture and defense force state of 
readiness . 


b. Evacuation of civilian personnel from major target areas. 

1 c. Commencement of an active propaganda campaign stating that the 

US Government is preparing to resume hostile actions against North Vietnam. 
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ANNEX C 

POTENTIAL "INDICATOR" ACTION 
Subject; DEPLOYMENT OF MARINE LANDING FORCE (U) 


Ques t i on : (S) Could any action be taken, with relation to the two Marine 

Corps Special Landing Forces (SLF) in Okinawa, that might have visibility 
to the North Vietnamese? 

I r 

Current Status 
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(S) The Marine Corps SLFs currently in WESTPAC have been operating in 
South Vietnam or afloat off the coast of South Vietnam since the fall of 
1965. Battalions have occasionally rotated through Okinawa for refitting 
and refurnishing incident to their assignment as SLFs. However, both SLFs 
are currently in-country in I Corps Tactical Zone and no battalions have 
rotated through Okinawa since April 19&7. 

Discuss ion 


(TS) The two Marine Corps SLFs could pose a raiding threat against specific 
NVN targets, but would not pose a credible threat of invasion or lodgment. 
Since the amphibious ready groups (ARC) and SLFs have been operating in SVN 
for some time, the i r presence is well known to the North Vietnamese and it 
is not likely that the overt actions. of backloading troops and equipment 
would cause the North Vietnamese to suspect that an amphibious action 
against NVN was in the making. These forces and ARGs could, however, be 
deployed in such a manner as to make the North Vietnamese suspect than an 
amphibious operation against NVN was likely. A feint by the ARG toward 
NVN could provide NVN with an excellent propaganda theme. 

Risk and Cost 


(TS) The enemy could be expected to use all his assets to repulse an 
attempted invasion. Therefore, the risk would be negligible in any invasion 
or raiding ploy only so long as friendly forces rema.in beyond range of enemy 
coastal artillery. The cost of the operations would relate directly to the 
size of the forces and the time they were not available for SVN operations. 

Anticipated Reaction by North Vietnam 

(T$) North Vi e tnamese'react ion to threat of amphibious raid or landing 
probably would be: 
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a. During approach phase: 

(1) Reposition troops and reinforce defenses in areas of 
suspected operations. 

(2) Mount a concerted propaganda campaign to exploit a 
threatened US invasion. 

(3) No eduction of effort in SVN. 

« 

(4) Attack with shore batteries if ships come within range 

b. After withdrawal of US Forces: 

0) Exploit the propaganda value with the theme of having 
driven us off. 


(2) Continue operations in SVN. 
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Subject: ACTIVITIES INCIDENT TO A POTENTIAL RESUMPTION 

OF AIRSTR1KES OVER NORTH VIETNAM (S) 
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Question : (TS) What changes in activity patterns or operations might be 

taken In the following areas to create uncertainty for the North Vietnamese? 

a. Photo reconnaissance. 


b. Electronic intelligence (EL I NT ) reconnaissance, to include 
P1RAZ ships. 

c. Tanker orb i ts . 

j 

i 

r 

j d. Fighter escort for the above. 

j 

j e. Search and rescue force deployments. 

| f. Stand-off electronic countermeasure (ECM) orbits. 

g. Relocation of South Vietnamese air assets. 

Current Status : 

(S) All of the operations stated in the question, except relocation of 
South Vietnamese air assets, are currently being pursued. On 7 March 1 969 ; 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff authorized CINCPAC to step up the air reconnaissance 
program in NVN. It was anticipated that this increased sortie rate would 
be maintained for 10 to 15 days. ELINT/ECM activity is conducted without 
overflying NVN. 

(S), The Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) is currently comprised of five 
composite wings, one each based at Da Nang, Nha Trang, Binh Thuy, Bien Hoa, 

and Tan Son Nhut. This force has 148 attack capable aircraft. 

/ 

Discuss ion 

(TS) A change in current operations and activity patterns for photo recon- 
naissance, ELINT/ECM, tankers and escorts, plus SAR force deployments, could 
be accomplished by increasing the sortie's and resumption of "old" patterns. 

The increased tempo of such operations would certainly be evident to the 
enemy. This action, coupled with the previously mentioned "indicator 11 
actions, would mutually support the possibility of achieving the desired 
results. Present operations would be diminished in some degree due to 
the relocation of the forces involved. 
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^ /f (S) The repositioning of airborne tankers in the Gulf of Tonkin by 
the US Air Force would not be tactically sound as they could not be 
actively used by the strike missions in Laos and South Vietnam. 

(TS) The value of increased photo reconnaissance and ELINT/ECM flights 
solely as an "indicator" action would be relatively short lived compared 
to the effort expended. 


(TS) The repositioning of VNAF assets to bases in northern SVN is 
feasible and could provide a tangible "indicator" action to NVN in light 
of Vice President Ky's threat to strike NVN with the VNAF. This staging 
could be done over a considerable period of time and could be plausibly 
explained as support for SVN Forces in 1 CTZ. 


Risk and Cost 

i (TS) The risk to US Forces would be negligible except for manned recon- 

' naissance flights over heavily defended areas in NVN. 

i 

i 

(S) The cost of such actions would be a small reduction in availability 
of a i r support operations because of relocated orbits and operating areas; 
however these forces could return to their normal operating areas within 
a matter of hours. 

i 

« Anticipated Reaction by NVN 

r 

i 

! (TS) The North Vietnamese reactions to these increased air activities 

probably would be: 

J 

j a. Concern that this was a prelude to resumption of strikes 

l 

; against NVN. 

i 

i 

i b. An increase in the degree of alertness and readiness of 

1 defense forces. 

i 

l 

9 

; / c. TO continue the level of combat activity in South Vietnam. 

j. 

; . r 
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ANNEX E 


POTENTIAL n INDI CAT0R n ACTION 


Subject: LEAFLET DROPS (U) 


Question : (C) What changes might be made in leaflet drops (leaflet 

content and pattern of operations)? 


Current Status 


(S) Leafle t operations over North Vietnam was the principal overt psycho- 
logical operations program specifically directed against targets in North 
Vietnam and were halted at the same time the bombardment was halted. 
Although Voice of American Vietnamese language broadcasts are received 
in both North and South Vietnam, Voice of America programming is not 
specifically prepared for, or directed to, the North Vietnamese audience. 

In addition, the North Vietnamese radio listening audience is quite small. 
It is estimated that less than 3 percent of the population of North Vietnam 
have radio receivers. Thus, the United States is making only a limited 
effort to communicate US objectives to the people of North Vietnam or to 
exploit the psychological vulnerabilities of people in order to place 
pressure on NVN leaders to reach a peaceful solution to the conflict. 


D i scuss i on 


(S) Resumption of leaflet drops against NVN would be a definite “i nd icator" 
to both the Hanoi leadership and to the North Vietnamese people. The 
indication would be portrayed by both the act of doing something we had 
not been doing and by the .message provided in the leaflet. Leaflet drops 
on NVN could be a very flexible ''indicator' 1 in that changes in US position 
could be a very flexible “indicator" in that changes in US position could 
be indicated by the frequency of operations, the thematic content of the 
leaflets and the manner in which the operations are conducted, i.e., with 
or without overflight of NVN. Another advantage to the resumption of leaflet 
operations over NVN is that we open up a channel of communication denied 
since 31 March 1 968 when a curtailment of bombardment was directed for the 
bulk of NVN. .The great majority of the North Vietnamese undoubtedly are not 
aware of the true motivation of the United States- in ceasing bombardment of 
NVN and what the US policy and objectives are toward NVN. In all probability, 
the North Vietnamese are totally unaware of the US/DRV understanding con- 
cerning the cessation of bombardment of NVN which clearly indicated that 
continued shelling or attacks on the major cities of SVN and attacks 
across the DMZ would be inconsistent with talks toward peace and that an 
appropriate response to such attacks will be made if they continue. To 
inform them of this understanding and the possible consequences of their 
government's betrayal of the understanding would lay the foundation for 




, '■ DECLASSIFIED 

-! Authorit y < ^S > [ 2E 
i B^C NARA Dat e ^/<y /<T? 


■ v--" :•?#; ■ 


l ■ / • * 







TOP SECRET SENSITIVE 


Keproduced at die National Archives 

t • % , T i 


y / 

/ subsequent ‘‘indicator 11 actions. For maximum effect, leaflet drops should 


be employed and coordinated as part of other politico/military actions. 

(S) Utiliz ing wind drift techniques, leaflet drops to all major populated 
areas of NVN could be conducted on a sustained basis from positions over 
Laos and the South China Sea without violating NVN air space. Approximately 
10 C-130 and 40 F-4 sorties would be required to deliver 100 million leaf- 
lets per month. In addition, electronic countermeasures and fighter cover 
sorties would be required when leaflet delivery aircraft were flown in areas 
of major MIG threat. Such protection could be flown from carriers, if 
desired, as part of actions designed to increase naval presence in the area. 


(S) On 12 February 1969, by JCSM-80-69, subject: “Overt Psychological 
: Operations Campaign Plan (u),“ the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended that 

C1NCPAC be granted authority to resume the psychological campaign against 
targets in NVN employing techniques which would not necessitate overflight 
of NVN or Chinese communist territory. The recommendations and the rationale 
contained in that memorandum remain valid. 

Risks and Costs 

(C) The ri sks to the forces involved in leaflet drops would be minimal since 
the forces would not be overflying NVN territory. 

(S) Due to the limited number of sorties required to resume leaflet drops, 
the costs and impact on other operations would be negligible. In this 
; regard, CINCPAC on 5 November 1968, was directed by a joint USIA/STATE/ 

DOD message* to retain the ability to initiate leaflet delivery by wind 
drift techniques should it become desirable to reinforce US/GVN radio 
broadcasts or emphasize certain developments to the North Vietnamese people. 

Anticipated Reaction by NVN 

{ ! 

|! (S) The North Vietnamese reaction to resumption of leaflet operations 

probably would be: 

: t 

. ; » 

r f a. To increase concern that the United States would not continue 
to withhold all actions against NVN unless progress was being made at the 
Paris talks arid or combat activity in SVN diminished. 

b. To charge the United States with conducting provocative acts. In 
this reagrd, NVN has, since 31 October 1968, continued to accuse the United 
States of psychological acts (leaflet drops) against NVN even though these 
operations were suspended. Thus, the United States is already being blamed 
1 without accruing the benefit of the act. 


* Joint USIA/State/DOD msg to CINCPAC, 1 835 1 /052337Z November I 968 , 
JCS in 38235 
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ANNEX F 

POTENTIAL "INDICATOR" ACTION 
Subject: HARASSMENT RAIDS AGAINST NORTH VIETNAM (S) 

_Ques t i on : (S) What kind or pattern of harassment raids against North 

Vietnam might have utility? 
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Current Status 

(C ) No harassment raids against North Vietnam are presently being conducted. 
Discuss ion 

taken J^aite Hate 5 ” 6 "* ° r 9 uerr 1 "3-^ “‘Ions could be under- 

a. Harassment of North Vietnamese medium and light-shipping with 

11 fast patrol craft (PTFs) manned by indigenous 18-man crews. These 

operations could be attributed to a national. North Vietnamese dissident 
organization. 

b. Cross-beach physical destruction raids against enemy lines of 
communications (LOCs) in North Vietnam employing indigenous teams landed 
from PTFs. Four 15-man teams are now trained and ready. These four teams 
could be augmented, following additional training, by II nine-man teams. 
These operations could also be attributed to the national organization. 

c * Cross-beach physical destruction raids against enemy LOCs in 
North Vietnam employing the same resources as in subparagraph 3b above, 
but with the raiding parties led by US personnel. 

d. Helicopter-borne physical-destruction raids against isolated 
enemy LOCs including bridges, powerlines, radar sites, and rail lines as 
well as conduct of road ambushes and placement of road mines utilizing 
indigenous teams ranging from, 15-man reconnaissance teams to 35-man ex- 
ploitation force platoons. These operations could be launched from 
Thailand (NKP). 

e. Helicopter-borne physical destruction raids against the same 
types of targets as in subparagraph 3d, .above, but employing US-led 
indigenous resources presently used in reconnaissance operations in Laos 
and Cambodia (PRAIRIE FIRE/DANIEL BOONE). Fifteen US-led reconnaissance 
teams and eight US-led exploitation force platoons are trained and ready 
These assets could be augmented by two US-led short term roadwatch and 
target acquisition (STRATA) teams. 
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Antici pated Reaction by NVN 
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penetrating NVN air space?**^ 1 " defense wea P ons attack on helicopters 
c. Ground security force actions against teams operating on the 


ground. 
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